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                           A Lovely Cake 

Way back during the presidency of Dwight D. Eisenhower, my old friend and college classmate Vernon Atwood was an Assistant to an Assistant and hence high up in the Executive Branch of the U.S. Government. He knew the pols, the lobbyists, the administrators, and particularly the Diplomatic Corps, as completely as he knew the back of his own hand. Yet it didn't surprise me that when Kennedy took office, Vern (we all called him that ) left  Washington and its concerns. He and his wife Ella moved to Hartfield, Vermont --which is where Ella grew up. He took a job teaching courses in Government at Hartfield College and tapping their own sugar maples every March. When I asked him if he had enjoyed walking in the Corridors of Power, he wrote me from  Hartfield " At first. Then I got thoroughly fed up with dealing with all those cookie pushers in striped pants." 

By the time this story opens, the Atwood's three children were grown and away and, Charlotte, the oldest and nearest in Albany was about forty. When the manner of communicating was amplified by e-mail, Vern and I were in frequent e-mail contact. Vern's opinions about civilization or lack of it, ran through every note in the scale from witty stoicism to curmudgeonly criticism. "Sure I'm a Republican ," he wrote  to me, "Why shouldn't I be ? You can call me a Theodore Roosevelt Bull Mooser." Another time: "Sure I'm a Socialist. The streets in Hartfield are paved in virtue of our taxes that we all pay. What's that if not Socialism ?  Or yet again, "I'm against the free market. What I say is: first take care of your own, and then it must follow as the night the day, that you'll  take care of others. Hamlet. Right ? "The Luthenians ? Salt of the Earth, if I say so myself."  


Well, this is just a bit of background and only part of it is relevant to the story of Vernon Atwood's triumphal revisit to Washington after an total absence of I don't know how many years. I've been able to put together the saga from what Vern's wife Ella, and his daughter Charlotte told me , and what he himself told me on the phone later. 


The scene opened when sometime in February Vern  received through the mail a large square envelope whose return address bore the Coat of Arms of a well known major European country which I shall call Luritania. A certain amount of narrative anonymity is required on my part for otherwise certain people still alive might appear as utter fools. I chose the name Luritania carefully; it's close to Ruritania, the fictionalized country in The Prisoner of Zenda, a movie I saw in 1952 and immediately fell in love with Deborah Kerr. The letter to Vern contained an invitation which I display here.  

The Cultural Attaché of the Luritanian Mission  

And  Mrs. Lothaire Sardi  

request the pleasure of your company at a Reception

to celebrate the 300th anniversary of

Luritanian Parliamentary Law 
and to meet with Dr. Fernand Bogwicz, ORE, GPA  Parliamentary President 

 Sunday 25 April

18:30 -20:30

291  Transmere Terrace NW

Washington DC 20008




    Business Attire      RSVP 

Vern's first reaction was to ignore the invitation . "They're looking for a handout. That's what. I'm surprised they didn't include a business reply envelope. Mission ? What's a mission? A mission is either to convert someone either by force or soft soap or to raise money. Or all three usually." 

Vermont, I have news for you, is no longer an Isolated Eden. Vern faxed me a copy of the invitation. He asked me whether he should go. He recalled that way back in time when he was Assistant to the Assistant in D.C., he was consulted by the Luritanian Embassy as to how it might productively approach the U.S. State Department, and in particular John Foster Dulles, then our Secretary of State, on Luritanian claims on the USA going back to the First World War. He recalled further that he had expressed a well-reasoned opinion as to the line the Embassy should take with Mr. Dulles. Whether or not it was effective, he had no memory. But that, Vern opined ,was obviously how his name  got onto the Luritanian Embassy's list of important contacts and that, years later, was why he received an invitation.  

I urged him to go. He was pliable. 

"Somehow the whole business tickles me," he said to Ellen, "and I think we ought to go to this do."      

"No. You go by yourself," she answered, "this time of year there's too much to do here taking care of the proppity." 


A few days later, Charlotte, accompanied by a retinue of grandchildren, happened to breeze in from Albany, and was immediately made privy to the plans. She looked at the invitation. 

           "It says here: 'business attire.' "
           "So ? "   

           "You'd better go out a buy yourself a business suit," Ellen pointed out.  "And an honest tie." 
            "I'll be damned if I'll show up in striped pants. "    

              "No, but you can't show up in your lumberjack's shirt either. "

               They say that Vermonters are a bit tight-fisted. I wouldn't know about that. Your tight-fistedness might be their prudence. Though Vern grew up in Delaware and spent years in Washington where money flows like the biblical water springs, he appears to have absorbed a bit of the old Yankee prudence. He went off to Manchester and bought a two-piece business suit at Walmart's on sale for  $64.20  with a tie thrown in as a lagniappe. He might have flown to Washington out of Albany; but, no, Ellen drove him to Rutland where he caught the Ethan Allen Express to New York and thence to Washington by Amtrak's Northeast Regional. He was not in a rush. 


Vern recalled that in the Good Old Eisenhower Days,  he'd arranged for a number of receptions in The Wardman Park. He booked himself into the Wardman. He found it was no longer the Wardman but the Wardman-Marriott and a single was no longer $40 a night but closer to $400 even with his AAA's discount. Without a decent alternative, Vern resigned to the New Realities, and comforted himself by recalling what his old secretary from Arbroath, Scotland used to say: "Let the party be a party. Throw the cat another kipper."               


At length, Vern found himself knocking on the door of 2918 Transmere Terrace NW. This  turned out to be a large consular residence just off Dupont Circle and of the type that in Europe is called a villa. I am appropriately late, Vern  thought. The reception was already well underway, crowded and spread through numerous rooms. The military men were wearing their decorations, which, as Charlotte asserted later was their business attire. In one corner, a quartet of  Young Things, largely ignored by the guests, were playing Mozart.  A drink was placed in his hand by a liveried waiter who appeared miraculously out of the turbulence. "Ah. Old times renewed," Vern thought. 


A tall woman, obviously on the lookout for new arrivals,  edged her way slowly toward Vern. 

 


"i'm Sonya Sardi," she informed Vern in an accent that one might describe as composed from a salad bar of European dialects, "and you ?"

                       "Verne Atwood."

                        "Yes, yes. Mr. Atwood," Sonya Sardi, the hostess, replied pro forma. "And you're from ?" 

                        "Hartfield,  Vermont."

                        "Yes, yes. Vermont. How comforting."  



This message of comfort was said in a voice that suggested that Sonya wondered how Mr. Atwood had crashed her party. A military man, decorations blazing, cut in, and Sonya begged off to interrogate another guest. 




"Hello, Lomax ! " he addressed Vern through the din in a voice that revealed several years at Oxbridge. " And is The Wife here ?"  

           

Verne looked puzzled. The Wife , he thought ?  The Wife is not here; she's back home looking after the proppity, but the Yahoos are certainly here.  The military man moved off but was rapidly replaced by a tall, slender blondish man.  
                      " Tarpa Talonen. Helsinki Mission. We met a few years ago at the Calgary Conference. " 

                       Verne remained puzzled, but did not venture to contradict Talonen's friendly overture. 




  A large sized man brushed by. Speaking in a loud voice to no one in particular, he declared that  "After party, I go to second party. Is not good ? " His omission of several definite articles suggested to Vern that the fellow was of Slavic origin.    



It would be too tedious for me to elaborate how Vern threaded a path through the remaining hour or so; half elated, half bored, half amused, half soused, (the halves overlapped. ) Therefore  I shall pass immediately to the debriefing that I subjected Vern to weeks later via phone.  I'll not repeat what I've already revealed, and will get to the heart of the matter.    



P: I take it you met Sardi. 

              V: So to speak. He was in his cups.  
              P: What about Bogwicz ?

              V: He didn't show up. His national airline was on strike, 
     
    and to fly by Air France or whatever would have 
                   created an incident at worst or at least an 



    implication. 

       P:  Any American VIP's ? 



V: I overheard that the Assistant Secretary of State 


for Intelligence popped in briefly.  



P:  Any speeches ? 

              V:  Just toasts. Many toasts. To the Luritanian President 
     and Parliament. To our President . To Peace, Amity 

     and other such abstract International Ideals. 


     Applause after each.   

               P:   What about the hostess. Mrs. Sardi ?

               V:   Sonya?  She's a stunner. We got on. Famously. 
               P:   How so ? 

               V:   My mouth fairly full, I said to her "What a lovely 


cake."    
               P:   And ? 

               V:   She told me she ordered it herself. I was touched.                             
                            --- Philip J. Davis 

                                 Spring, 2010  

                                                                        

